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In  some  of  our  youth  meetings  years  ago,  we  would 
engage  in  a  Bible  drill.   Someone  would  call  out  a  pas- 
sage to  see  which  member  of  the  group  could  find  it 
first.   Once  in  a  while  the  caller  would  announce, 
"Hezekiah  6:3."   The  wise  would  resist  the  bait,  but 
the  unknowning  would  go  tearing  through  the  Bible  in 
search  of  a  book  that  isn't  there. 

Hezekiah  is  not  a  book  in  the  Bible,  but  Hezekiah 
was  a  dominant  figure  in  Hebrew  history.   He  was  a 
strong  king  of  Judah  for  some  twenty-eight  years. 

During  his  reign  he  reorganized  the  government 
and  thus  became  the  patron  saint  of  all  reorganizing 
bureaucrats!   He  repaired  and  cleansed  the  temple.   He 
stamped  out  idolatry.   He  won  an  important  victory  over 
the  Philistines. 

In  his  reign  he  was  a  chronological  neighbor  of 
Isaiah,  Hosea  and  Micah.   Not  a  bad  neighborhood,  that! 


It  is  not  the  royal  side  of  Hezekiah  but  the  hu- 
man side  that  I  want  you  to  see  today.   At  one  point 
in  his  career  he  was  taken  seriously  ill.   The  best 
guess  has  it  that  he  suffered  from  a  carbuncle. 

The  king  felt  certain  that  his  illness  was  termi- 
nal.  His  death-bed  lament  is  exceedingly  moving  and 
occupies  most  of  the  38th  chapter  of  the  book  of  Isaiah 
Like  many  who  have  been  up  against  the  hard  face  of 
extremity,  Hezekiah  promised  God  that  if  the  Lord  would 


make  him  well  he  would  become  a  better  man  than  ever. 
God  raised  Hezekiah  up. 

Unfortunately,  like  many,  he  forgot  in  good  health 
that  which  he  had  pledged  in  illness.   That  venerable 
bit  of  doggerel  still  find  us  with  its  truth: 

"The  devil  was  ill; 

The  devil  a  monk  would  be. 
The  devil  was  well; 

A  devil  of  a  monk  was  he!" 

Presently  some  visitors  of  state  came  from  Baby- 
lon to  pay  Hezekiah  a  visit.   Ostensibly  they  came  to 
rejoice  with  him  in  the  recovery  of  his  health  and  to 
congratulate  him  on  the  efficacy  of  his  prayers. 
Hezekiah  rose  to  the  occasion.   He  strutted  proudly 
around  his  palace  pointing  out  his  treasures  and  his 
arsenal. 

Isaiah  challenged  the  king  and  informed  him  that 
his  Babylonian  guests  had  come  to  induce  him  to  enter 
into  an  alliance  with  them  against  Assyria.  This  was 
clearly  against  the  will  of  God.  Such  a  union,  pre- 
dicted the  prophet,  would  be  disasterous  for  the  peo- 
ple and  spell  curtains  for  the  royal  house. 

To  this  word  Hezekiah  replied,  "...  'The  word  of 
the  Lord  which  you  have  spoken  is  good;'  thinking  to 
himself  that  peace  and  security  would  last  out  his 
lifetime. " 


My  topic  today  is  a  question:   "What  is  the  future 
worth?"   To  Hezekiah  it  wasn't  worth  very  much.   Listen 
to  his  statement  again.   "...  'The  word  of  the  Lord 
which  you  have  spoken  ...'"  that  is, the  word  concern- 
ing pending  devastation,  "...  'is  good;'  thinking  to 
himself  that  peace  and  security  would  last  out  his 
lifetime. " 
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Moffatt  puts  it  this  way:   "Thinking  to  himself 
that  there  would  be  no  trouble  or  change  at  least  so 
long  as  he  was  alive."   It  would  be  hard  to  imagine  a 
more  irresponsible  attitutde  toward  the  future  than 
that. 

It  has  been  said  that  a  politician  looks  to  the 
next  election  while  a  statesman  looks  to  the  next  gen- 
eration.  If  that  be  so,  then  Hezekiah  was  surely  a 
politician  in  the  worst  sense  of  that  term.   What  a 
shockingly  selfish  point  of  view.   So  long  as  peace 
continues  in  my  lifetime  to  blazes  with  what  follows! 
So  long  as  I  get  mine  nothing  else  matters!   This  is 
the  posture  of  a  man  who  was  too  old  to  dream,  too 
tired  to  care,  too  secure  to  feel. 

The  Hezekiah  mentality  is  alive  and  well  in  our 
society.  I  have  personally  seen  a  corporation  of  na- 
tional reputation  sell  its  future  to  a  conglomerate. 
The  workers  stood  to  lose.  The  public  stood  to  lose. 
But  the  officers  of  the  company  that  was  being  swal- 
lowed up  did  handsomely  for  themselves  and  saw  to  it 
that  they  would  never  want , 

Many  of  our  citizens  as  they  age  lose  all  inter- 
est in  public  education.   We  got  ours.   Who  cares 
about  tomorrow's  schools!   The  police  and  firemen  of 
this  city  forced  a  highly  expensive  pension  plan  on 
the  city  a  few  years  ago  that  will  strap  this  metropo- 
lis with  a  financial  burden  for  decades  and  generations 
to  come.   Who  cares  about  the  city  so  long  as  we  get 
ours ! 

Fred  Hechinger ,  writing  in  The  New  York  Times  last 
Monday  under  the  title  "Crisis  of  the  Spirit,"  made 
virtually  the  same  point.   He  observed,  "A  major  rea- 
son why  so  large  a  majority  is  smugly  docile  is  that 
it  has  accepted  the  unwritten  rules  of  the  game:  Don't 
rock  the  boat  as  long  as  you  get  your  cut.   Why  get 
worked  up  over  corruption  as  long  as  there  are  enough 
benefits  of  the  fallout  to  go  around?  Once  the  ac- 
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ceptance  of  corruption  becomes  sufficiently  widespread, 
effective  exposure  seems  threatening  to  too  many  peo- 
ple and  interests,   Clamor  for  closing  loopholes  de- 
clines in  direct  proportion  to  the  number  of  people 
who  benefit  from  loopholes  of  their  own."  1_ 

One  need  not  invoke  the  religious  dimension  to 
show  that  such  a  stance  toward  the  future  is  morally 
weak  and  ultimately  distructive.   "...'The  word  of  the 
Lord  which  you  have  spoken  is  good;'  thinking  to  him- 
self that  peace  and  security  would  last  out  his  life- 
time. " 


What  is  the  future  worth?   On  this  stewardship 
Sunday  we  will  be  answering  that  question  personally 
with  our  pledge  cards.   Our  gifts  to  the  church  re- 
flect our  gratitude  for  the  past,  but  they  also  re- 
veal our  loyalty  to  tomorrow. 

To  pass  on  to  the  next  generation  at  least  as 
much  as  we  received  from  the  last  generation,  is  what 
good  stewardship  is  all  about.   It  is  not  enough  to 
use  the  church  for  ourselves.   To  find  it  a  source  of 
stimulation  and  comfort,  a  place  of  meeting,  an  out- 
let for  religious  enthusiasm  and  social  concern,  for 
us  and  ours  alone.   What  of  the  future? 

The  term  "future"  is  so  abstract.   Let  me  try  to 
bring  it  closer  by  putting  the  question  this  way: 
What  of  the  newly  born?   Do  we  want  for  them  a  knowl- 
edge of  the  love  of  God?   Familiarity  with  the  Bible? 
A  Christian  sense  of  history?  The  strength  of  the 
sacraments?  The  joy  of  sins  forgiven?  The  power  of 
hope? 

Jesus  one  time  found  his  disciples  all  hung  up 
on  the  question  as  to  which  of  them  was  greatest.   In 
order  to  make  His  point,  He  put  a  child  in  their  midst 
and  silenced  their  misguided  murmurings. 
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I  want  you  to  imagine  for  a  moment  that  there  is 
a  child  seated  right  beyond  the  top  step  leading  to 
the  chancel.   Color  the  child  red  or  white,  black  or 
brown  or  yellow.   It  makes  no  difference.   Think  of  a 
youngster,  three  or  four  years  old,  seated  there.  Imag- 
ine that  this  child  is  the  valued  prize  in  a  spirited 
auction.   The  pre-schooler  is  not  only  loved  by  her 
parents,  she  is  also  wanted  by  many  forces  in  society. 

The  bids  come  thick  and  fast.   The  distiller  would 
like  to  make  that  child  dependent  on  alcohol.  The  dope 
peddler  would  like  to  make  that  child  the  victim  of 
his  needle.   The  fashion  industry  would  like  to  make 
that  child  a  clothes  horse.   The  world  of  entertain- 
ment would  like  to  make  that  child  a  customer.   The 
world  of  sports  would  like  to  make  that  child  a  fan. 
The  world  of  food  would  like  to  make  that  child  a 
gourmet.   The  craftsmen  of  Madison  Avenue  would  like 
to  make  that  child  an  ever-restless  consumer .  How 
much  are  we  willing  to  bid  to  make  that  child  a_ 
Christian! 

If  we  believe  that  this  is  what  ultimately  mat- 
ters, and  matters  most,  how  much  is  the  future  worth? 
The  City  of  St.  Louis  was  named  after  King  Louis  IX  of 
France  who  was  later  known  as  Saint  Louis .   In  a  large 
church  in  the  City  of  St.  Louis,  Missouri  these  words 
of  the  king  are  recorded:  "I  think  more  of  the  place 
where  I  was  baptized  than  of  the  Cathedral  of  Rheims 
where  I  was  crowned.   For  the  dignity  of  a  child  of 
God  which  was  bestowed  on  me  at  baptism  is  greater  than 
that  of  the  ruler  of  the  kingdom.   The  latter  I  shall 
lose  at  death  —  the  other  will  be  my  passport  to  ever- 
lasting glory."  How  much  is  the  future  worth  to  you? 


Riverside  Church  faces  out  today  on  a  formidable 
but  not  prohibitive  task.   There  are  two  comments  that 
I  should  like  to  make  regarding  general  patterns  of 
church  giving  in  these  United  States.   The  National 
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Council  of  Churches  recently  concluded  a  survey  in 
which  some  3,454  parishoners  in  all  parts  of  this  coun- 
try and  Canada  were  interviewed  regarding  their  feel- 
ings about  the  church.   One  of  the  striking  points 
that  emerged  was  this:   Giving  is  down,  where  it  is 
down,  primarily  because  of  the  desire  people  have  for 
consumer  goods.   The  allurements  and  enticements  of 
consumer  products  often  win  out  over  the  church.  This 
explodes  the  notion  that  people  by  the  thousands  a- 
round  the  country  are  withholding  their  giving  because 
the  church  has  been  vigorous  or  courageous  in  the  pub- 
lic sector. 

According  to  the  gathered  statistics,  only  1.5 
percent  of  lay  people  in  the  United  States  claim  that 
church  activity  of  which  they  disapprove  has  caused 
them  to  trim  their  donations.   A  resounding  majority 
said  that  they  were  pleased  with  a  church  that  took 
contemporary  history  seriously! 

Another  point  that  came  through  that  has  bearing 
for  us  is  the  fact  that  65  percent  of  the  respondents 
declared  that  they  would  give  more  freely  if  they 
could  share  in  program  development.   60  percent  said 
they  would  be  similarly  encouraged  if  they  had  a  voice 
in  how  their  money  was  spent. 

It  is  time  we  recognized  that  The  Riverside  Church 
is,  far  and  away,  one  of  the  most  democratic  institu- 
tions of  its  kind  anywhere  in  the  world.   There  may 
have  been  a  time  in  the  past  when  a  few  people  called 
the  shots,  but  that  time  is  only  a  memory  now.   After 
James  Foreman  visited  us  we  had  all-church  conversa- 
tions on  the  issue  of  reparations.   After  the  read-in 
of  the  Vietnam  war  dead  in  the ned it at ion  Chapel  we  had 
all-church  discussions  over  a  protracted  period  of 
time  on  the  issue  of  war  and  peace.   When  it  came  time 
to  revising  our  By-Laws,  the  entire  congregation  was 
involved.   When  we  put  together  our  Fund  for  Social 
Justice,  the  case  was  taken  to  the  congregation.   As 
we  anticipate  the  upcoming  Metropolitan  Mission  study, 
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all  of  us  will  be  invited  to  share  in  shaping  future 
program  emphases . 

Let  no  one  misunderstand.   There  is  no  question- 
ing the  openness  of  the  ministers  and  officers  of  this 
church.   Everything  is  open.   It  only  remains  to  be 
seen  whether  the  members  have  enough  commitment  to  re- 
spond to  the  opportunities  that  this  openness  affords. 
This  is  your  church. 

We  have  one  peculiar  problem  here  at  Riverside 
that  is  not  shared  by  very  many  churches.   That  is  the 
notion  widely  held,  both  within  and  beyond  the  church, 
that  a  modest  pledge  doesn't  really  count.   There  was 
a  time  in  the  life  of  this  church  when  apparently  an 
every  member  canvass  was  not  necessary.   This  was  fol- 
lowed by  a  time  when  a  canvass  was  marginally  neces- 
sary or  optional.   Knowing  the  program  and  finances  of 
the  church  as  I  do,  let  me  announce,  without  reserva- 
tion, that  the  canvass,  which  means  your  giving,  is  a 
matter  of  absolute  necessity  to  the  life  of  this  church, 

I  don't  suppose  we'll  ever  clear  up  the  miscon- 
ception on  the  outside ,  but  we  ought  to  get  it  cleared 
up  quickly  on  the  inside.   The  systematic,  modest  giv- 
ing of  low  and  middle  income  people  is  presently  the 
fiscal  life  of  The  Riverside  Church. 

I  read  recently  of  a  church  that  died.  An  autop- 
sy was  performed  in  which  it  was  determined  that  the 
cause  of  death  was  cirrhosis  of  the  giver.  Cirrhosis 
of  the  giver.   That's  some  kind  of  sick! 

The  symptoms  of  this  disease  are  easily  detected. 
Extreme  pain  around  the  billfold  area  —  especially  on 
Sunday  mornings.   Victims  of  this  disease  have  often 
heard  it  said  that  they  should  "Give  until  it  hurts," 
but  their  threshold  of  pain  is  low,  and  they  hurt  very 
early.   Moreover,  this  disease  is  usually  accompanied 
by  certain  forms  of  paralysis  that  render  one  unable 
to  reach  for  anything  larger  than  a  one  dollar  bill. 
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In  addition,  researchers  tell  us  that  cirrhosis  of  the 
giver  is  usually  accompanied  by  a  dulling  of  the  judg- 
ment that  allows  one  to  think  that  a  dollar  a  week  is 
just  as  adequate  a  gift  today  as  it  was  back  in  194-2 
when  he  started  giving  it. 


Hezekiah  answered,  "...  'The  word  of  the  Lord 
which  you  have  spoken  is  good;'  thinking  to  himself 
that  peace  and  security  would  last  out  his  lifetime." 
Tomorrow  was  not  worth  much  to  Hezekiah.   How  much  is 
it  worth  to  you? 

How  a  man  sits  to  the  future  pretty  much  reveals 
what  he  is. 

Albert  Camus  once  noted  that,  "Real  generosity 
toward  the  future  lies  in  giving  all  to  the  present."  2 

To  plant  oak  trees  under  whose  shade  we  will 
never  sit  is  to  keep  faith  with  a  future  that  is  ours 
to  hope  for  and  God's  to  bring!   Amen. 
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